This review assessed the effects of vitamin A, iron and multimicronutrients on the growth of children. The authors concluded that vitamin A and iron did not improve growth in children, but multimicronutrients increased height and may increase weight. It is difficult to comment on the reliability of these conclusions given that the review methods were not reported and the quality of the included studies was not assessed.
Results of the review
Fourteen RCTs (n=68,678) provided 17 data sets for the assessment of vitamin A, 21 RCTs (n=3,610) provided 28 data sets for the assessment of iron, and 5 RCTs (n=1,604) assessed multimicronutrients.
Vitamin A.
There was no significant difference between vitamin A and control for height (ES 0.08, 95% CI: -0.20, 0.36) or weight (ES -0.01, 95% CI: -0.24, 0.22). There was evidence of heterogeneity. However, the exclusion of an extreme outlier did not alter the results, while a regression analysis found no effect of the baseline characteristics on the ESs.
Iron.
There was no significant difference between iron and control for height (ES 0.09, 95% CI: -0.07, 0.24) or weight (ES 0.13, 0.30) . These ESs excluded data from an extreme outlier, but the inclusion of this outlier did not alter the results.
There was evidence of heterogeneity. The results were similar after stratifying the analysis for age, type of intervention and dose. A regression analysis found no effect of the baseline characteristics on the Ess.
Iron significantly increased Hb compared with the control; the ES (16 RCTs providing 21 data sets with 2,542 children) was 1.49 (95% CI: 0.46, 2.51).
Multimicronutrients.
Multimicronutrients significantly increased height (ES 0.28, 95% CI: 0.16, 0.41), but did not significantly increase weight (ES 0.28, -0.07, 0.63), compared with the control. There was evidence of statistical heterogeneity for height.
There was no significant correlation between ES for either height or weight for baseline HAZ, WAZ, WHZ, Hb or study duration.
Authors' conclusions
Vitamin A and iron did not improve growth in children, whereas multimicronutrients increased height and may increase weight.
CRD commentary
The review question was clear in terms of the study design, intervention, participants and outcomes. Only one database was searched and this might have resulted in the omission of other relevant studies. No attempt to locate unpublished studies was reported, thus raising the possibility of publication bias. It was unclear whether any language restrictions had been applied. The methods used to select studies and extract the data were not described, so it is not known whether any efforts were made to reduce errors and bias. Only RCTs were included but the quality of the included studies was not assessed.
The studies were combined in meta-analyses. Significant heterogeneity was found and the authors explored several potential reasons for this. However, the heterogeneity remained unexplained and potential reasons why results from some identified outliers differed from the majority were not discussed. Since the quality of the included studies and the methods used to conduct the review were not reported, it is difficult to comment on the strength of the evidence underpinning the authors' conclusions.
